
Soptu8ber 9, 1975 

Dr. Martin Kaplan 
World Health Orgunisatlon 
l2llGeneva 27 
Switserland 

Dear Martin, 

I did just re&.ve in the mail the publication of the 5th raport 
ontheworld health situation andthexeroxed matmrial onreuarch 
mewgwentand coon. I will be studying this carefully and you-be 
hearing more from me about that. 

I did jwtwant to drop you a noto about my own reading of the 
literature on carposting and facd waste dieposal. It la ironic that 
whileBurydeveloping countries -tobe stalled omproblemr of 
iavelrtment in hydrolic di6posal. that advanced countrie6 are more and 
morelookingto casposting of muage sludges au -ultimate method of 
disposal1 

It doe6 look a6 if Gota6' 1956 monograph (WE0 #31) leaves littla to 
be improved upon at the preen ttirra,butthere ha6 been a real burutof 
activity in this country in 6tudiu 6upportd by EPA and 60 on on the 
dl6aarination of thi6 idea for runiclpal 6ewage 6ludge l pplicatiaar. 

At the mmetfnm I donot BOO such reference to the68 traditional 
method@ in the reports that I had men eo far from WHO on connunity 
water 6upplim1 and 60 forth. h I ju6t mi66ing the appropriate material 
aria eomebodyel6eonthawrongboat? 

A6 far a6 I can tell, the only authenticated aechani6m for dla- 
infection ia the ri6e in temperature in the compost heap and this doe6 give 
616 awe cause for concern if it i6notroutinelymmitored,especially 
with reepecta to part6 of the depdslt that may be added most recently 
and may not reach tbi high temperature6 of the ccmter. Tb6 question of 
calculated hoculation of the campost wa6 look6d at In a rather 6uperficial 
way by Gota mane years ago, 6nd be cmmtothe conclu6ionthatthe 
requisite microorgani6m6 were always prweut. He had realiy no way to 
look into wlrber there were any shortcomings with rmpect to the optimisation 
of the procea6, but he may well be right. 

However, tbe6e 6twiies have to do with more or lers optimally dorigned 
compost heaps that include the nece66ary amount of straw or 6imilar refuse 
to furnieh the oxidizable carbohydrate for Lhermog~ic bacterial oxidation. 
These eyatwwlll breakdownifthe compost heaps arenotcarefullytended 
and turned over or ff they do not have the approporiate admixture of cellulose 
or eiarilar fiber and other organic waste. So, I suspect there is still 6om6 
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room for inquiry about recommended procedure6 in different habitats. 

I am alSO far fram conviacd that thermogenesis is the whole etory 
in disinfection since the most prevalent organism6 found in the canpoet 
are exactly the ones that we use for antibiotic production. In this resclpect, 
and in respect to the most rapid oxidation of insoluble carbohydrate there 
may well be some room for more calculated manipulation of the flora. 

Gne point that surprisad me a little,that Gotas made quite strongly, 
is that urine Contribute6 just about as much nitrogen as feces on a daily 
basis. There evidently are 6ome 6ite6 where Separate collection of urine 
and feces is then used to get the most 6fficient recovery of fixed nitrogen 
for fertlli6er purposes. But again, this is something that there is not 
much cossaent on in any recsnt literature that I have 60en. 

At any rate, the somewhat ironic conclusion is that vastly more work 
seems to be being done now on the beat procedures for the composting of 
human wastes in the advanced country context and that not enough u6e may be 
being made of this approach in organising the sanitation of underdeveloped 
countries. So, I would be glad to be brought up to date on WHO's current 
activities in this general field and if not enough has been going on, there 
would be an obvious basis to ret ammand reconvening the appropriate expert 
committees. It does seem to me that there could be very large savings in 
iwestment to move away fran pipslining waste from one place to another 
where they still have to be dealt with and to focus instead on proper local 
disposal. 

I have not yet finished my thinking about the other side of the problem 
which is to say biological self-purification of water supplies, but I do not 
have any particularly good leads on that juet yet. 

Sincerely your6, 

Jo6hua Lederberg 
Professor of Genetic6 

JL/rr 


